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The Final Column
by R. Yaakov Bieler

As I look back over my more-than-a-
quarter-century association with the 
Kemp Mill community, many memo-

ries of people, events and projects flood my 
mind. I think back to our first coming to the 
area to work in what was then called the He-
brew Academy of Greater Washington; how, 

in my view, the school spun off the idea to form a new Shul 
whereby whole families on an inter-generational level could 
learn and experience Judaism 24/7; and my own fascinating 
personal odyssey from being primarily a day-school profes-
sional to assuming the role of full-time synagogue Rabbi.

I have been extremely fortunate that the community has for 
the most part allowed me to strive to create educational and 
religious environments that would be atypical in the Orthodox 
world, in the interest of trying to offer alternative models that 
would not only be beneficial and engaging for our immedi-
ate community, but might also inspire at least discussion, if 
not emulation, in other Jewish day schools and synagogues. 
Some innovations proved relatively short-lived; others appear 
to have withstood the test of time. However, I don’t believe 
that religious experience should ever be product- or result-
oriented alone. The honest and sincere process by which we 
together strive to deepen our relationship with HaShem, as 
well as respectfully and properly relate to one another, even 
as we aspire to self-improvement and self-realization, is of 
crucial importance. An interpretation by R. Avraham Yitzchak 
HaKohen Kook, z”l, that he includes in his commentary on 
the Siddur, Olat RAY”A, has served as a polestar for me with 
respect to my thinking about the Shul experience. Regarding 
the verse in BaMidbar 24:5, where the prophet Bila’am os-

tensibly “blesses” the Jewish people—“How goodly are your 
tents Yaakov, your Tabernacles, Yisrael” (which is traditionally 
recited when one first comes to Shul)—Rav Kook posited that 
Jews fall into two categories: There are those who every time 
they come to the synagogue are interested in their “tents being 
pitched somewhere else.” Essentially they are spiritual nomads 
who never wish to experience the same thing twice. But then 
there are others who seek out the stability and consistency of 
the Tabernacle, and look to religion and its institutions to offer 
them stability and structure. Clearly one size does not fit all, 
and the extent to which experiences can be personalized and 
allowed to evolve within Halachic guidelines in order to ad-
dress the maximum number of sensibilities and expectations, 
along with a backdrop of respect and sanctity, is the ultimate 
challenge for every synagogue and its leadership.

My relationships and activities these past ~25 years have all 
been part of my second career, after spending two decades on 
the West and East sides of Manhattan teaching Tora in schools 
and Shuls. It has proven to be a wonderful second act for us 
and our children, and Joanie and I look forward to our third 
adventure and undertaking in the coming years. We wish KMS 
and the entire community the best of luck, and all of our many 
friends happiness, health and spiritual fulfillment.
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